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ABSTRACT 
The present study serves as a thematic, critical perspective on 
William Carlos Williams' poetry on the poor; specifically, I address 
his representation of the poor in his poetry and his attitude towards 
them. From 1914-38, his attitude towards the poor goes through 
three significant stages of change. Roughly, the stage boundaries 
can be marked by decade: the 1910s, the 1920s and the 1930s. 
In the first stage, Williams recognizes his empathetic and aes-
thetic distance from the poor, since his aesthetics rest primarily on 
his youthful fascination with Keats. The poet desires to reflect 
properly the lives of the poor. The long poem "The Wanderer," 
originally published in 1914, establishes this interested, but alienat-
ed, perception of the poor; however, the poem contains, in the last 
section, a remarkable realization of Williams' need to be more 
immersed in what is foreign to him. 
The second stage, which actually begins in 1917, serves as 
Williams' focal period in which he moves toward relaying empathy 
powerfully in his verse, though occasionally his own subjectivity 
weakens his presentation of his subject. "Pastoral [When I was 
younger]" and "Pastoral [The little sparrows]" from Al Que Quiere 
contain a romantic view of poverty: one that attempts to represent 
and to speak for the poor as they would themselves but, in so doing, 
exposes Williams' sentimentality. This stage is also partially distin-
guished by verse, such as "To Elsie," which furthers Williams' con-
cept of the local and the poverty caused by isolation from the locali-
ty, the mainstream of community life. 
Poems of the third stage portray the poet escaping past inabil-
ities to give voice to the poor in such a way that confirms Williams' 
genuine contact with his local environment and its poor. The 
poems of this period both discuss the poor as a class ("Proletariat 
Portrait" and "The Yachts") and as individuals ("Proletariat 
Portrait," "To a Poor Old Woman" and "The Poor [It's the anarchy of 
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poverty]"). Viewing the poor in both of these ways balances 
Williams' need to present the poor as products of the local and to 
discuss his own growing concern for the class, as his connection, his 
empathy, with the poor becomes increasingly tied to his own devel-
oping self-identity. 
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INTRODUCTION 
From the beginning of Williams' writing after he settled in 
Rutherford, New Jersey, Williams had a particular fondness for his 
environment. The city, primarily its people, provided years of 
study, reflection and insight into their lives as well as into his own. 
This characteristic distinguished Williams from other notable con-
temporary writers, such as Eliot and Pound, who sought to deepen 
themselves and the power of their verse by borrowing from the wis-
dom and places of the ancients. Williams left the ancients in the 
dust where they lay, and the truly American poet selected a grass-
roots approach. As Rod Townley writes, "To Williams, the environ-
ment, like one's body, is part of one's identity. The deeper the 
roots, the stronger the sense of self" (17). Townley's claim echoes 
truthfully. By continually seeking to engage his Rutherford, New 
Jersey, and to further the development of his writing, Williams grew 
not only in his understanding of his subject, but also of its connec-
tion to his life and to his self-identity. It was a relationship that 
would span decades. Ever changing as Williams was, his perception 
of his surroundings would change as well, as he sought to develop 
as a writer and as a person. 
Despite Williams' obvious interest in his familiar world, it is 
primarily the city's inhabitants who captured and enlivened 
Williams' imagination, causing him to bring their lives to the print-
ed page. "The true focus of his [Williams'] attention is men," writes 
Alan Ostrom in The Poetic World of William Carlos Williams, and, in 
so noting what other critics failed to notice, Ostrom observes the 
easily seen but overlooked fact concerning the poet's interests-that 
is, that Williams himself looks for the people who are always around 
but rarely observed, for they don't draw attention to themselves 
except by their apparent ordinariness: 
Perhaps his readers have failed to notice this fundamental ref-
erence because, in contrast to his materials, it is not unusual-
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it does not set Williams apart in a category that can be labeled 
and consequently will make unnecessary the work of our 
determining his real uniqueness and his true values. But he is 
not a poet of nature any more than he is a poet of the 
mechanical or of any restrictive class of things; his poetic 
world is as diverse as the actual. Even as a matter of simple 
statistical fact, his most often used material is people. What is 
deceptive about this anthropocentric world is that, like the 
other physical material of his poems, his people are the ones 
he sees in the everyday world about him: he has not sought 
out the rare, the exotic, in the human realm any more than he 
has in the nonhuman. ( 4) 
Although I agree with Ostrom' s perceptions of Williams' interest in 
the people others miss, I disagree with his statement that the poet's 
unique interest does not set Williams apart, and I am puzzled by his 
conclusion that it will be unnecessary work in determining the 
poet's uniqueness and true values. If Ostrom means that it will be 
unnecessary for critics to create an artificial classification and gen-
erate merit for Williams' values out of the generosity of the critics' 
imagination, then I agree with him. The proof is there and needs 
not be manufactured. But if Ostrom means, which I take him to 
mean, that Williams' attention to the utterly ordinary contingent of 
society is not definable because it is not a prevalent, unified area of 
study or because it does not seem to be the definitive poetic catego-
ry on which Williams focuses all of his energies, then I must reject 
Ostrom's argument. Williams' desire to focus on the usual clearly 
categorizes him and his work, which must compensate for the lack 
of artificiality in the subject by matching it, to the best of the poet's 
ability, with actuality. The concern for the usual also reveals 
Williams assigning high value to the poetic representation of actual 
people as the poet's means of comprehending the complex fabric of 
their existence, as well as expressing to his readers the understand-
ing that the poet gains. Naturally, then, with an aim this lofty and 
this self-conscious, Williams' work does not perplex those who seek 
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to study it and to classify it, but actually invites critical classifica-
tion of the diverse Williams. 
It is important to note that Ostrom's appraisal of Williams 
does not represent mainstream Williams' criticism; however, it is a 
dangerous reading of Williams, since it disregards the purpose of 
the poet in relation to the poor and the ordinary. To understand 
my support of Williams' conviction, it is necessary to note that 
Williams did not begin his poetic career with this perception. 
Perhaps, Ostrom mistakes Williams' lifelong struggle to better 
encounter the locality, as well as the many changes that the journey 
wrought for the poet, for Williams' lack of a plan. 
Williams actually began his poetic life in a direction contrary 
to a life tied to the local. As a young man writing in medical school, 
he still held to the aesthetic and moral beliefs of his parents, espe-
cially those of his mother. As James Breslin notes, Williams' par-
ents, though not religious, instilled in him a rigid, idealized moral 
code, a need for perfection, and the need for success in his profes-
sional life (5). His mother also helped define his early aesthetic tra-
dition, largely distinguished by the presence of Keats, whose imagi-
native distance from engagement with actuality fit nicely with his 
parents' idealism. In fact, Breslin quotes Williams on this issue: 
"Keats, during the years at medical school, was my God" (qtd. in 
Breslin 4). Credited with leading the young poet to Keats, his moth-
er instilled in Williams the "sense of beauty that was dreamily nos-
talgic" (Breslin 6). This focus on the remote, ideal and beautiful-
beautiful by its distance-and the poet's "frequent distaste for the 
common" fostered verse in the Keatsian tradition throughout med-
ical school and dominated the direction of Williams' first book, 
Poems, published in 1909 (Breslin 6-7). 
If Williams had continued in this aesthetic vein, one that also 
was determining not only his attitudes but his professional direc-
tion, there would be a different story to tell of the poet and the per-
son of William Carlos Williams. Despite the stifling effect on 
Williams' early poetry, the hold of Keatsian idealism would soon 
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fade. The son would metaphorically leave his mother and allow 
himself to see and to speak. It would come about that his verse 
would engage the ordinary about the time that Williams fell from 
his poetic ivory tower-a descent that would enrich his verse and 
empower his voice with purpose. 
In actuality, Williams' own life descended in a short period of 
time-a descent that served as the seed for a change in his poetics 
and proved to him that struggling through different poetic concepts 
would help him engage his poetic subjects with more credibility. 
First of all, Pound assailed the young doctor's poems, written during 
his discipleship to Keats: "Individual, original, [the book] is not. 
Great art it is not. Poetic it is ... but nowhere I think do you add any-
thing to the poets you have used as models" (qtd. in Breslin 10). 
The poetry was flat and called for a deeper connection to the lan-
guage, but to hear the language the poet must be in ear shot of 
those who speak it. Secondly, Williams had lost his shining career 
that his parents had desired for him, when he refused to compro-
mise himself by buying into the dirty politics of New York City med-
icine. Paul Mariani notes this turning point: "His promising career 
as a New York specialist with an office on fashionable Park Avenue 
was over before it had ever begun. Now it was back to Rutherford" 
(7 5). 
Mariani is quick to point out that he was not completely 
destroyed. There was still love, and the love of his young life was 
Charlotte Herman. Though her mother disapproved of him, 
Williams pursued her. He eventually lost her to his brother, Ed. 
This unfortunate love triangle hurt him too deeply, such that it still 
hurt him forty years later and caused him to break off ties with his 
brother (Mariani 79). His only recompense was the quick engage-
ment to Charlotte's sister, Florence, whom he did not love yet but 
hoped would come to know love with him. He knew that he was at a 
point where he must begin his life and his career (professional and 
poetic) again, and Flossie, he felt, would be strong enough to sup-
port him through it: 
4 
He'd hit bottom, descended into his own hell, and now he was 
struggling for air, for life, for an identity of his own with the 
help of this young woman he somehow knew instinctively, 
from the set of her mouth and chin, could be at least as tough 
and as resilient as himself. His trained diagnostician's 
eye-that corrective for his romantic idealism-knew precisely 
what it was doing. (79) 
Williams would eventually marry Florence, but he would begin his 
now-changing poetic career, aided by his discerning eye, before 
that. On September 20, 1910, Williams began his practice in 
Rutherford, the very town "where he would remain until he retired 
forty years and three thousand babies later" (Mariani 92). 
He would not be practicing medicine for merely the elite, but 
for the common and ordinary, the poor and the filthy. His Keatsian 
aesthetic and his idealized life, which at that point had already been 
shaken, would fade in the presence of overwhelming reality written 
on the faces of the poor. It was through his medical practice that 
Williams would overcome the obstacles of his class and his isolating 
Keatsian aesthetic. James Breslin similarly views the quintessential 
role that medicine had in bringing Williams' aesthetic attention to 
the local: 
The practice of medicine clearly deepened his involvement in 
the life of his locality, offering the writer intimate contact with 
the lives of its inhabitants and eventually opening up a new 
world for literary exploration. Parental ambitions had sent 
him to medical school in the first place; but what he learned 
there was a way to creativity rather than success. (9) 
Williams, however, did not merely program the poor into the poetic 
framework of his Keatsian dreams, as if that were a possibility. The 
contact with the locality's inhabitants, especially the poor, affected 
"the point of view from which he absorbed experience" (Breslin 9). 
Williams developed his sensibility, over time, not only aesthetically, 
but also personally-personally in the sense of how he felt about 
the poor, their issues and the nature of his poetic relationship to 
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them. The Keatsian aesthetic held the poor at a distance, keeping 
the strange, filthy and alarming from his sensibilities; however, it 
would be contact with the actual which would destroy his dreams of 
turning actual experience into artificiality, to which his understand-
ing of Keatsian poetry adheres. It would be contact with the poor 
which would redefine his aesthetics to incorporate and to focus on 
the locality. As Williams would learn, the problem that he would 
face along the new poetic path that he set for himself would be how 
to develop his poetry and his poetics to accomplish this task. 
When the poet began, in 1914, to experiment with incorporat-
ing the actual life around him in his verse, he proved that he had 
lived among the people that he wrote about long enough not to 
abandon actuality for a return to the entrapment of sentimental 
Keatsian elaborations which had marred his earliest works with dis-
tance and artificiality. The longer he lived among the poor and 
studied them, the more real they became on the page as subjects. 
Williams desired to know the ordinary people better for himself, 
and, in his verse, this translated into an increased desire to present 
them actually to readers so that the uninitiated may know them, 
too. His understanding of the ordinary people and the ability to 
represent them in poetry accurately, however, was a gradual 
process for the poet, though the seed of desire to understand the 
actual, usual people better was present in 1914. Nevertheless, when 
the citizen poet began his poetic journey, he had obstacles (social, 
class, educational, aesthetic, poetic) that he had to overcome for his 
understanding and for his accurate representation of the people. In 
fact, Williams even generated a few of his own conceptual barriers 
along the way, as he created new poetic means of addressing the 
issue of the poor, such as Keatsian lyricism, Imagism and 
Objectivism. Although key to his development, the ideals that these 
schools maintained eventually had to be abandoned due to their 
short-comings in order that Williams could arrive, where I believe 
he does by 1938, at a more actual, temporal, blood-and-guts rela-
tionship with his subject: ordinary people, and in this study, the 
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lower class, the poor. 
Why would Williams come to desire such interaction with his 
environ's most often overlooked, poor inhabitants? As discussed, 
Williams discovered that there was a part of him that needed to 
encounter in his life and in his verse people who were unlike him-
self or others that he knew. In addition, as his poetry reveals, it 
seems that for Williams to be the American poet he wanted to be, he 
needed to know all there was to know about the little slice of 
America that he called home. This feeling, this primal desire, as it 
developed from 1914-1938, would take shape and bee ome better 
defined. In turn, the definitions designed to aid Williams' search 
for an empathetic relationship with the poor, when verbalized, 
would lead him to different ways of trying to perceive and to speak, 
and these different ways in turn shaped him and his perceptions of 
what it meant to know and to represent the poor. 
The aim of his searching for genuine empathy with the local 
and its inhabitants was more than an aesthetic game with victory 
being achieved by presenting a vivid, pleasing picture of the poor. 
Williams sought to give voice to the poor for a reason: they had no 
voice. The seriousness with which he handled the responsibility as 
speaker is reflected by his desire to speak accurately of the poor's 
experience. While experimenting with poetic theory and altering 
his voice within poetic schools, such as Imagism and Objectivism, he 
sought to achieve a clarity of perception and expression when dis-
cussing the poor which can only be matched by having the reader 
himself witness the poor living in contact with their locality. What 
Williams believed, and it is the goal of this paper to prove, was that 
the poems via their rootedness in the actuality of the poor' s exis-
tence would themselves create perceptual and empathetic change in 
the reader's consciousness, just as the progression of Williams' poet-
ry towards actual, empathetic contact with the poor in the writing 
of the poems themselves altered his own individual consciousness. 
Thus, a reader of Williams' poetry of the poor could vicariously 
experience contact with the locality through the poor's experience. 
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Having been informed and subsequently transformed by the poetry 
of the local, a reader would be moved to encounter his actual locali-
ty and its inhabitants more openly and powerfully. This empathetic 
commitment should not be mislabeled as a remnant of idealistic 
thought in Williams; rather, it is a goal based on the poet's own 
experience and not on any flight of fancy. If Williams encountered 
one quality about the poor and their communion with their envi-
rons, it would have to be their unique vitality which enthralled him 
and improved his quality of understanding as well. Thus, he was 
certain that such grounded experience, recreated and relayed, 
would have the same altering affect upon the reader's social aware-
ness of the poor as it had upon his own, which had previously been 
dominated by isolation from and ignorance of the poor's experi-
ence. In addition, there would be poetic proof to support the read-
er's desire to improve the reader's relations with his locality and its 
inhabitants. 
James Breslin, in discussing Williams at the time of his desire 
to change from being an aesthete to a poet of the local, discusses 
the complexity of a poet concerned with both his private develop-
ment and the development of his readers: 
The poet is thus a modest and commonplace figure-with 
prophetic ambitions: he enters the ordinary world in order to 
regenerate it, to release the creative powers buried in his 
fellow citizens. (17) 
Though the poet hopes to energize his fellow citizens, presumably 
those unfamiliar with the local, Williams discovers that the reason 
that he enters the "ordinary world" is to allow it to regenerate him. 
The local community itself is the source of the energy which trans-
forms the poet's and the reader's consciousness concerning the 
poor. It is this poetic interchange, this chain of renewed conscious-
ness as a result of the local, which leads to the regeneration of the 
world around the poet. The vitality of the local through those in 
contact with the local, the poor in this case, is passed onto the rest 
of the world through the poet. The poems renew the consciousness; 
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the evidence of the complete renewal of the readers will come 
through their engagement with their individual localities. The local 
poet, in this sense, is a seer, but he is fully aware that seeing is only 
the beginning. Communicating his experience must follow, and 
after it engaging the actual soil which is the only source of growth 
must complete the cycle. 
Williams' belief that poems enable change places him in an 
interesting position in American poetry. He writes at a time when 
other writers are also grappling with a changing modernity, which 
they view as beyond the helpful, renewing energy that Williams 
feels his verse of the local could bring. Surely. Williams recognized 
signs of a spiritual and ethical malaise in the country and world at 
the time; otherwise, .he would not have searched out with such fer-
vor the poor who had recognizable signs of a life of such high q uali-
ty that the life of his class and the rest of American culture seemed 
enslaving and destructive. 
I think in the back of our critical minds, perhaps stored, for-
gotten or dead, rests a trace of experience, a memory. of what drew 
us to poetry in the first place: the belief, the certainty. that poetry 
has the kinetic power to extend beyond boundaries of the purely 
aesthetic and cause change in people's structures of perceiving, 
thinking and living in and through their individual environments. 
Williams, if we let him, reaffirms this belief all over again. 
Since I have stated that Williams comes eventually to the com-
pletion of his journey for a more comprehensive understanding and 
poetic representation of the poor as inhabitants of the local, 
although the awareness of the need for this growth is present in 
1914, it is important to address the questions to which I alluded 
earlier: How does Williams arrive at such an ambitious conclusion? 
What are the stages of development? 
From 1914-38, Williams' attitude towards the poor goes 
through three significant stages of change, the third stage consisting 
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of two primary characteristics. In the the first stage, Williams rec-
ognizes his empathetic distance from the poor and desires to reflect 
properly the lives of the poor. The second stage serves as Williams' 
focal period in which he moves toward relaying empathy powerfully 
in his verse, even though occasionally his own subjectivity weakens 
his presentation of his subject; however, poems of the third stage 
portray the poet escaping past inabilities to give voice to the poor 
in such a way that confirms Williams' genuine contact with his local 
environment. 
Roughly, the stage boundaries can be marked by decade: the 
1910s, the 1920s and the 1930s. In the 1910s, the poet merely rep-
resents the poor from a distance and with some aesthetic repug-
nance, largely due to Williams' acknowledged but hindering connec-
tion with Keatsian verse. The long poem "The Wanderer," originally 
published in 1914, establishes this interested, but alienated, percep-
tion of the poor; however, the poem contains, in the last section, a 
remarkable realization of Williams' need to be more immersed in 
what is foreign to him. The poem, which Breslin correctly identifies 
as "crucial" to any study of Williams' personal and poetic develop-
ment, masterfully encapsulates Williams' renunciation of "dreamy 
idealism" and his identification with the "generative reality of the 
here and now" (20-1 ). In the poem, the speaker is baptized into the 
Passaic river, and this action serves for Williams as a prediction of 
and desire for a genuine connection with his subject: the poor class. 
Yet, the realization itself and the baptism into the otherness remain 
incomplete, limited still by Williams' shock and disgust for the oth-
erness which he will need to overcome if he purports to have actual-
ly changed, as he claims by the end of the poem. 
During the second stage, which actually begins in 1917, the 
poet perceives the lives of the poor from an appreciative though 
distant Imagistic stance. "Pastoral [When I was younger]" and 
"Pastoral [The little sparrows]" from Al Oue Ouiere contain a 
romantic view of poverty: one that attempts to represent and to 
speak for the poor as they would themselves but, in so doing, expos-
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es Williams' sentimentality. The poems' instances of appreciation, 
the very things Williams himself appreciates, however, merit close 
examination, for they reveal one of the reasons for the change in his 
attitude from that of 1914. These poems are also of value for in 
them the reader identifies Williams' first attempts at trying to con-
tact the local and its poor inhabitants, even though Williams' inabil-
ity to control his subjective commentaries hints at a still-present 
empathetic distance from the actual subject. 
This stage is also distinguished partially by verse which pre-
sents Williams' socio-historic reasons for the poverty with which he 
comes into contact. The concept of America, existing without a 
peasant tradition, gives rise to an Objectivist, socio-historic poem 
such as "To Elsie." Williams' concept of the local, a consciously con-
ceived stance toward his evolving poetics adopted to incorporate 
his poetic ideal in the 1920s, changes his attitude toward the poor. 
The poem not only presents a less idealized picture of the poor, but 
also exhibits Williams' most in-depth analysis of the local concept 
and the negative ramifications for those not currently living in 
direct contact with the local. 
The third stage, which incorporates poems from the 1930s, 1s 
marked by Williams finally aligning himself more with the lower 
class than with his own. The last stage in his development consists 
of poems in which he leans mildly toward communistic concepts 
when discussing the poor. The poems "Proletariat Portrait" and 
"The Yachts" reveal a concern for the poor as a political class, suf-
fering for political class-based reasons, and with political options 
for dealing with their situation. Moreover, the verse, especially 
"Proletariat Portrait," also displays a powerful empathy for the indi-
vidual who is poor. "To a Poor Old Woman" and "The Poor [It's the 
anarchy of poverty]," also from this period, promote the inspiring 
vitality of existence which the poor possess, absent the gross 
instances of sentimentality which hindered Williams' 1920s verse. 
The individuals in poverty have a stimulating and enriching rela-
tionship with their individual environments and the minute, sensual 
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aspects of their life which have a power and a beauty derived from 
the attention of the imagination to the local. This relationship does 
not ignore the hard truth of poverty, but rather evokes an imagina-
tive empathy in onlookers with the poor's condition-an empathy 
which is beneficial to all people regardless of class, according to 
Williams. Perhaps, the power in the lives of some of the poor causes 
Williams to write against the bourgeois, detached classes and 
repressive socio-economic forces. 
My approach incorporates the close reading methods of New 
Criticism. This strategy is especially necessary given that there is 
not much criticism on Williams that discusses specifically his rela-
tionship with the poor. Therefore, I will derive specific critical sup-
port for Williams' poetry of the poor from more general criticisms 
of his aesthetic theory and poetry when the discussions coincide 
with the periods and/or poems that I am reviewing. I will also 
draw on some criticism that discusses his politics, though it seldom 
examines explicitly his politics of poverty and does not exclusively 
account for his shifts of consciousness. Thus, in this study, I pre-
sent a thematic, critical perspective of William Carlos Williams' 
poetry on the poor. Specifically, I address his representation of the 
poor, his attitude towards them and his characterization of them. 
The thesis also is an effort to chronologize the development of 
this interest. Williams' poetic modes of thematically depicting the 
poor to the reader in verse vary directly in relation to changes in 
his poetics. In 1914, while escaping the clutches of Keatsian lyri-
cism, he holds up a mirror to the poor, a slightly distanced and 
skewed presentation of the poor. Descriptions of the poor flow 
from the poet's shock at the poor and the city as they actually are, 
stripped of Keatsian imagery which clouds actual experience in the 
dream of transportation to an ideal elegance. With the concept of 
the local, Williams wanders through Imagism and Objectivism in 
order to represent the poor as their representative and to represent 
them in the sense of writing poems which serve as re-presentations 
of their experience. To avoid the biased sentiment of "The 
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Wanderer," Williams moves to descriptive verse to represent the 
poor without erring subjectively; however, he cannot avoid subjec-
tive, sweeping gestures of concern which expose a slightly romantic 
Williams seeing the poor too idealistically, despite convincingly 
related instances of genuine appreciation for the poor's contact with 
their locality. He cannot yet balance the need to act as representa-
tive, or spokesperson, with the need to re-present the poor and 
their locality on the page for the reader to see for himself. The 
objectivist "To Elsie" serves not only as an in-depth study of the 
local to comprehend the poor, but it also qualifies Williams' previ-
ous romantic statements which prevent him from representing the 
real beauty and vitality found in the poor's experience. 
In the 1930s Williams achieves what I term a "blend" of 
description and explanation. The blend, or synthesis of sorts, 
brings forth descriptions but without perceptual and empathetic 
distance on the part of the poet. Similarly, explanations adhere 
more to understanding of the poor as people rather than as abstract 
causes and stem from Williams' attention to the poem and the poor, 
not from his subjective sentiments. It is as if in the 1930s Williams 
destroys the barrier between the poor and the poet; the reader 
upon reading the poet's work hears the once-silent poor speak. 
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"THE WANDERER": WILLIAMS AND IMAGISTIC DISTANCE 
Regarding Williams and the poor in 1914, the trouble is not in 
determining who the poor are and what specifically they possess as 
a result of their situation; rather, the queries center on how best to 
define the relationship between poet and subject. Determining who 
the poet is and what his perceptions of the subject are proves cen-
tral to the defining process. What are the principles governing his 
perception of the poor? What are his aims in putting them under 
the scrutiny of his pen and watchful eye? In many ways, these 
intentions can be ascertained from the verse, just as from the verse 
a reader can extract a vision of the poor as Williams perceives them. 
"The Wanderer" stands as the quintessential poem for discov-
ering Williams' early perceptions of aesthetic principles, his view of 
the city and, perhaps, the reasons for them. First published in 
1914, the poem presents Williams in a stage of change, symbolized 
by the initiation of the I in the poem. The poet enters upon a jour-
ney with a muse for a guide. In the first section, "Advent," Williams 
describes the beginning of the journey as flying, but it is a flight 
that the muse begins and that her mind sustains and heightens: 
She sprang from the nest as a young crow 
At first flight circling the forest, 
And I know now how then she showed me 
Her mind, flying near the tree tops, 
Reaching out and over toward the horizon. ( 1. 3-7) 
It is only after watching that the poet imaginatively participates: 
"And as the woods fell from her flying I Likewise they fell from me 
as I followed-" (1.9-10). These lines depict the poet in traditional-
ly romantic terminology. There is a muse, beautiful and in flight. 
Her mind, naturally, is the source of power which inspires and car-
ries the poet to her height. Like any great poet in the midst of a 
majestic encounter with his muse, he thinks of channeling the 
divine inspiration into verse. His charge from the muse, however 
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romantic, is also clearly tied to the concept of presenting the life as 
it is around him, an intention with which Williams has just begun to 
toy. The concept is still vague and largely undefined; therefore, it is 
not a statement, a manifesto, outlining the poet's course, but rather 
it hints at a general direction for his poetic enterprise. Therefore, 
the charge takes the form of a question that Williams himself asks 
and will spend the rest of this poem, as well as others in the coming 
decades, trying to answer: "How shall I be a mirror to this moderni-
ty?" (1.18). 
Surely the concept of representing his modernity is tied to the 
concept of the local which dominates the course of his writing on 
the poor. It is a concept that precedes the local as it has come to be 
known, but it is not the first attempt at using the local to define the 
poem. The question is the seed of the plant which will follow. The 
question reveals more flaws in thinking about getting closer to the 
place and people than about solid, progressive beliefs held by the 
poet. If it is the beginning of the local concept, which I believe it to 
be, it is an important but imperfect first step. 
The most noteworthy aspect of the question, therefore, is not 
the concept of concern for reproducing his modernity, but Williams' 
choice of the word mirror. To be a mirror, Williams sees his duty to 
reflect his modernity accurately. Yet, there is a distance from the 
subject implied in the image. At this point in the poem and in his 
career, Williams is, apparently, "feeling" his way toward an answer 
to the question: to be the poet of one's modernity involves holding 
up the image to the reader just as it is with the poet acting as the 
mirror. The problem is that, despite the quality of the mirror or 
how close the mirror is placed to the subject, the mirror will never 
present the image of modernity as it actually is. The reader will 
only look upon the reflection. Since Williams is still under the 
influence of Keatsian lyricism at the point in the poem that the 
question is asked, the modernity that the poet will mirror for a 
reader will be all the more distant and the experience of modernity 
all the more convoluted. 
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Although the poet will need to descend from the Keatsian 
flight, he must abandon the concept of mirroring modern experi-
ence for such an attempt fails to recognize how a poet experiences 
an action or a concept and relays his experience in poetry. The 
problem is that the poet does not yet realize who he is or what his 
role is to become. He is a filter, a lens-a much more reliable medi-
um of relaying information than a mirror, despite the poet's subjec-
tivities which may also taint a portrayal of his subject. Yet, subjec-
tivities can be recognized and, if not alleviated, at least made useful. 
The poet must engage the subject by allowing the subject to enter, 
as light through a lens, and pass through. The remarkable thing 
about a poet is how he makes use of this event. The subject viewed 
through a mirror, however, does not inspire confidence in the read-
er, for it has not been allowed to inspire-to enter as though 
breathed in from an outside source-the poet. The sections 
"Broadway" and "Paterson-The Strike" which follow reveal the 
poet's distanced view of his modernity as well as the consequent 
poetic of a writer who views the subject at a distance. 
As "Broadway" begins, Williams himself marks the change 
from discussing poetic inspiration, the flight, to poetic aversion of 
one's subject (namely the poor) by a drastic change in altitude and 
a change of scenery: 
Then it was, as with the edge of a great wing 
She struck!-from behind, in mid air 
And instantly down the mists of my eyes, 
There came crowds walking-men as visions 
With expressionless, animate faces; 
Empty men with shell-thin bodies 
Jostling above the gutter (3.1-7) 
The poet is no longer in the air above the woodlands, but on the 
street, among the "jostling" of those who walk the street. The 
breakdown of the line into. quick phrases of less appealing images, 
often separated by interruptive dashes or semicolons, reveals the 
poet's internal disruption. These lines differ drastically from the 
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smoothly flowing, long lines and complete sentences of the first two 
sections of the poem. The poet is reeling after discovering that 
pure flight no longer belongs to him but to the past, and that the 
city and the city's destitute people more accurately represent his 
modernity. His quick, vicarious ascent leads only to an abrupt 
descent onto the street. The poet manifests his disequilibrium in 
the above description of the "crowds walking" and "men as visions I 
With expressionless, animate faces" (3.4-5). The move from crowds 
to men and from the men to their faces shows the poet struggling to 
focus. The description of the "Empty men with shell-thin bodies I 
Jostling above the gutter" hints at a poet beginning to cringe at the 
actual people who his previous, idealized aesthetic had hidden from 
him (3. 6-7). Notice this repulsion in contrast to an early descrip-
tion of the muse from "Clarity": "Attiring herself before me- I 
Taking shape before me for worship I As a red leaf fallen upon a 
stone!" (2. 21-23). In "Broadway," the poet has begun to awake from 
the Keatsian dream. His initiation into what he hopes to eventually 
represent, the working class poor, and evidences of his inability to 
come to grips with his subject have only begun to be revealed. 
There are other, more pointed instances in which the poet 
reveals a growing frustration with the filthiness of his city, especial-
ly as evidenced in the Ii ves of the battered poor, the hurting and 
the mistreated. In the section, "Paterson-The Strike," the poet 
encounters the poor in a bread line near a tea shop. Since the poet 
has more clearly established the scene than he had done before, the 
reader feels confident that what will follow is perhaps the most 
accurate representation of the poet's attitude about and knowledge 
of the poor. The reader has noted since the end of the flight that 
the poet attempts to engage the poor, but the reader has equally 
noted a disequilibrium within which hints at a predilection in 
Williams to distrust the foreign and the dirty. The reader may hope 
for objectivity or a new perception of the poor previously undis-
closed. Williams provides the reader with a stereotypical descrip-
tion which could be any bread line with any biased, middle- to 
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upper-class poet as witness: 
The flat heads with unkempt black or blond hair! 
Below the skirt the ugly legs of the young girls 
Pistons too powerful for delicacy! 
The women's wrists, the men's arms, red, 
Used to heat or cold, to toss quartered beeves 
And barrels and milk cans and crates of fruit! 
Sagging breasts and protruding stomachs, 
Rasping voices, filthy habits with the hands. 
Now here you! Everywhere the electric! ( 4.34-39, 42-44) 
This passage is typical of the voice of the poem, a voice heard at a 
distance from the subject. It is not that Williams needed to claim to 
become the poor and disenfranchised, but Williams wasn't even 
metaphorically in line with them. Phrases which compare the legs 
of young girls to "Pistons too powerful for delicacy" or depict peo-
ple with "filthy habits of the hands" have a snobbish, unsympathet-
ic tone. The effect of these images upon Williams is equally disap-
pointing. The images overwhelm his senses. He describes himself 
victimized, like a child tossed around by an abusive parent: 
Ugly, venomous, gigantic! 
Tossing me as a great father his helpless 
Infant till it shriek with ecstasy 
And its eyes roll and its tongue hangs out-! 
(4.45-48) 
This picture of poverty is too much for the young poet; it is electric-
ity blazing across his retinas. Not only is it "ugly" and "gigantic," 
but also it is "venomous," a poison of disgust to his delicate, unbal-
anced system. 
This diction reveals Williams' low and repulsive vision of the 
poor, but he surprisingly senses his own distanced perception. As if 
recognizing a deficiency in his response to his new subject, he no 
longer desires shunning the vulgarity and ugliness. The venomous 
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causes of the violent ecstasy which overwhelm Williams also delight 
him with the knowledge that they remain essential to absorbing his 
modernity. The persona illustrates this aspiration for growth in 
empathy by the dependence on the muse to whom he calls when he 
first encounters the city in "Broadway" and later when he has 
calmed down after viewing the poor in "Paterson-The Strike." He 
hopes that the muse who guided him in the airborne dream will 
help him in his new situation, and she does. The flight was never 
truly an engagement in Keatsian idealism in order to celebrate it 
but an escape from it to a more contemporary poetic reality stem-
ming from the contemporary actuality. Breslin affirms the role of 
idealism in this poem: "if the influence of Keats is resurrected here, 
it is in order to be purged" (23). 
The reader soon realizes, as the poet does, that he hasn't real-
ly engaged the muse either. When he describes her initially, she 
serves as the wings of romantic flight. Appropriately, when 
Williams notices the muse after his descent, he finds her as equally 
repulsive as he finds the filthy poor. The muse, it seems, is as much 
a removal from the romantic dream as the city. She is a whorish 
witch, almost demonic in nature: 
And then, for the first time, 
I really scented the sweat of her presence 
And turning saw her and-fell back sickened! 
Ominous, old, painted-
With bright lips and eyes of the street sort-
Her might strapped in by a corset 
To give her age youth (3.9-14) 
Williams reacts initially to her even more viscerally than he does to 
the people in the bread line. There is little effort to understand her 
beyond the immediate sensory perception. She is repugnant; her 
scent is sweaty. Williams' response is not surprising. Simply, he 
becomes ill. She is the modern muse with whom he must come to 
grips if he is ever to mirror his modernity, which is defined by the 
poor and wretched. After meeting the muse and seeing where she 
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takes him, the best the persona can offer is a promise that he will 
listen to her: "I am at peace again, old queen, I listen clearer now" 
(4.49). However, Williams' close proximity to the muse, enough to 
smell her, signals at a movement, though apprehensive, towards the 
modernity. Since he is at peace when he addresses the muse at the 
end of "Paterson-The Strike," the poet is following willingly now. 
In the poem to this point, Williams is clearly struggling with 
issues inside himself. Clearly, he felt comfortable in writing about 
the flight and giving it its due voice, yet he could not address the 
unpleasant shock of the actuality enough to clarify his understand-
ing of it. He was wrestling with leaving the familiar niche of his 
early writing for unfamiliar territory. Rod Townley's comment 
about Williams' writing in 1908 seems to be true for the first part of 
this work of 1914: "Williams was concerned with the beautiful, not 
the brutal" (33). However, it is inaccurate to suggest that Williams 
remains unconcerned about the brutal later in the poem. What 
appears first to be a lack of concern visible in Williams' moments of 
insensitivity in the poem is also the novitiate poet's attempt to seek 
out the brutal that the muse brings before him. The muse helps 
prove Williams' potential for development. He is now becoming 
concerned. His following the muse mirrors his belief that he will 
indeed change and become the mirror to his modernity. 
The poet perceives his own potential and need for change in 
the muse; he recognizes true engagement with the very filth that he 
cannot stand in the epitome of the filth of his modernity, the filthy 
Passaic. In the last section, "St. James' Grove," the muse acts as the 
baptist in a baptism not much unlike that of the first Christians. In 
fact, before she performs the deed, she offers a prayer to the river 
which resembles a familiar conversation with an old friend or spouse: 
Old friend, here I have brought you 
The young soul you have long asked of me. 
My arms in your depths, river, 
Let us hold the child between us, 
Let us make him yours and mine! (7 .23-2) 
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One of the most interesting parts of the baptism is the familial rela-
tionship between the muse and the river. After the successful bap-
tism of the poet, the reader discovers that the muse's and river's 
connection to one another is marital. Though aged, they hope, 
much like Abraham and Sarah did, for an offspring to carry on each 
of their traditions, not only separately, but also jointly and unique-
ly-inseparably as parents do by the very act of blending the two 
traditions into a new creation, both better and wiser than the two 
previous, distinctive elements. Williams is their dwelling place, the 
"joint solitude and temple," the "son" of their marriage (7. 81, 85 ). 
The belief of the poem and of the poet is that Williams, the new son, 
will be more deftly conversant than even his modern "parents" 
about the knowledge of his modernity that he alone now possesses. 
This synthesis is to be expected, because, like most children, 
Williams possesses a talent that neither parent contained: poetry. 
Thus, the fruit of the marriage of the muse and the river links verse 
to the place that Williams inhabits, a city suffering from its birth 
in to modernity. 
Like a baptized Christian, Williams emerges improved, but this 
water cleanses though it is not clean: 
Then the river began to enter my heart 
Eddying back cool and limpid ... 
Till I felt the utter depth of its filthiness, 
The vile breath of its degradation 
And sank down knowing this was me now. 
(7.41-42,46-8) 
The water is so filthy that Williams witnesses the old, cleaner self 
cast off and floating away, leading to the conclusion that the new 
self is not as pristine: "For there I saw myself, whitely, / Being borne 
off under the water ! " (7 .58-9). After the symbolic immersion of his 
body and soul into the river which evokes his entire locality, his 
modernity becomes a part of him and opens his mind: "I knew all-
and it became me" (7 .56). Now, he just waits for the opportunity to 
solidify his theoretical base-his conceptual understanding of place 
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and people-and to improve his practical, poetical demonstrations 
of his knowledge of his place's most foreign element-its poor. He 
is no longer the inexperienced infant; he is the mature son: "For I 
knew the novitiate was ended, I The ecstasy over, the life begun" 
(7.4-5). The poem ends with Williams waiting to begin viewing the 
local and its poor as an initiate, a member. Thus, the baptism is a 
symbol, a portent, of change which Williams will not abandon until 
he has reached a deeper understanding of himself, the city and its 
poor. 
Williams is in an interesting situation at this point in his 
career. He is both able to realize the faults in his previous poetic 
theory and the need for a new one. Able to produce poetry which 
reveals his internal frustration and his inability to perceive as he 
wants in order to establish his empathy, Williams knows that he 
cannot complete the journey that he has set for himself unless he 
begins. Despite the powerful ending of "The Wanderer," the incom-
plete perception of the poor still dominates the poem. Though he is 
eager, Williams is not able to reflect his modernity however genuine 
his attempt may be. More accurately, Williams realizes through the 
baptism that reflection-the mirror-will not generate verse that 
depicts the poor as they are. Williams, I'd argue, by the end of the 
poem, calls the question (How shall I be a mirror to this moderni-
ty?) into question. 
The means of removing this obstacle of reflection and replac-
ing it with a means of perceiving and relaying the poor's experience 
more accurately than before rests in the muse and the river. She is 
the model of an entity very familiar with the city and its poor. The 
poet must also come to create the poor in his poetry as believably 
and with as much ease as the muse did. She also poured the river 
into the poet; likewise, the poet must represent the river, the evoca-
tion of his entire modernity, in his poetry as a means of baptizing 
his reader. It will take effort and a lot of writing; however, as the 
transition from Keatsian flight to first encounters with the city's 
poor illustrates, Williams always knew this struggle was ahead of him 
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THE LOCAL AND THE 1920s 
It actually took some time until the poor became a part of 
Williams in the way that "The Wanderer" only charts. Key to the 
progression of his contact with the poor was the development of 
and poetic experimentation with the concept of being a part of and 
representing one's place. From the point of his curious baptism, 
Williams believed that his poetry. to be real had to be grown from 
actual experience; it had to be local. This emphasis meant that the 
poet had to generate poetry from his locality, his place, for place "is 
the only reality" (Gray 84). After all, one's surroundings are what 
one encounters most. Williams wanted the poet to realize this expe-
rience in the poetry as well. As both a poet of Imagism and 
Objectivism-with Imagism often considered a part of the objectivist 
tradition-he believed that he had to abandon the subjectivity 
which he associated with the Keatsian verse. Connecting this fear of 
subjectivity with his concept of the local, Williams naturally settled 
on providing objective attention to the poetic subject with the belief 
that objective representations would more accurately represent the 
subject. This is the goal of objective expressionism as Charles 
Altieri views it: 
Whatever the specific mode, the dream of objective 
expressionism promised that writers could now replace 
interpretive selection from experience with a full and complex 
rendering of experience as directly as the medium of language 
would allow when stretched to its limits. 
("Objective Image" 101) 
Thus, the local soil and its inhabitants could eventually be better 
rendered poetically than had been previously true for Keatsian lyri-
cism, since a poet has the capability to further his pre-existing 
familiarity with his own place. Since Williams had already begun to 
search out his modernity, he would be closer to representing the 
local objectively and, therefore, more accurately than he had in pre-
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vious poems. This realization is one of the primary reasons that 
Williams faulted Ezra Pound and T.S. Eliot. From the local stance, 
Williams believed the expatriates had destroyed the possibility of 
creating truly American poems, because their work was inextricably 
grounded in the soil of another culture. 
It is not necessarily that Williams felt that the poet was to act 
as reporter for the peculiarly local dialect and attitudes, although 
some of this witnessing, especially idiom, plays a major role in 
Williams' own contact with his locality. As Joseph Riddell points 
out, "Williams distinguished a poetry of the local from 'local color"' 
(24). Contact with one's locality invites understanding of a particu-
lar subject in a particular realm of experience. Translating an expe-
rience into poetry isn't necessarily translating language symbol for 
symbol, from life to text. Rather, the poet accumulates an ability to 
place the subject of his poems in a poetically created locality which 
rings true in the world of the poem as well as in the outside world 
from which it is gathered. With the transition back to a focus on 
the poor, Williams' increasing actual contact increases his ability to 
represent the impoverished as their spokesman and re-present 
them in harmony with the actual locale of the poem. In reading this 
perfected, recreated, particular image of the poor, the reader gath-
ers understanding not only about the poor, but also about Williams' 
increasing connection with who they are and with their immediate 
experience in their actual environment. 
Williams did not see the necessity to ground himself in the 
local as an imprisonment; rather, he viewed it as beneficial. He 
explains the benefit of giving voice to one's place: "We live in one 
place at one time, but far from being bound by it, only through it 
do we realize our freedom" (qtd. in Gray 84). He perceived that the 
poet who truly merges with his locality and gives voice to it in his 
poetry finds what is at the heart of poetry, or as he called it, "the 
true core of the universal" (Gray 84). To be truly local, however, as 
"The Wanderer" illustrates, Williams knew that it meant absorbing 
more than what was familiar or pleasing. He could not turn away 
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from even his locality's "most alienating and inhibiting features but 
had to try to understand and achieve communion with it" (Gray 
84). He had to come to know the abused lower class, whether unap-
preciated blue collar workers or the homeless aged poor. As he did, 
he came to appreciate them more than other sections of his locality, 
as people themselves rooted in the local soil, more so than he him-
self. 
Written three years after "The Wanderer," "Pastoral [When I 
was younger]" and "Pastoral [The little sparrows]" from Al Que 
Ouiere present a deeper understanding of and closer connection 
with the poor, even though the presence of the local has not elimi-
nated all of the poet's primarily sentimental perceptual flaws con-
cerning the poor. The first of these poems, "Pastoral [When I was 
younger]," begins with the poet rejecting his career-oriented think-
ing-a decision which in essence situates him in the upwardly 
mobile, wealthier segment of the population. His social and finan-
cial distance from the poor that he observes in the poem, however, 
is alleviated to some degree by the distance the older poet now has 
from his younger, less mature attitude as seen in the past tense 
statement which opens the work: 
When I was younger 
it was plain to me 
I must make something of myself . 
Older now 
I walk back streets 
admiring the houses 
of the very poor (1-7) 
In these lines, there are several things to be observed regard-
ing the change in perspective. First of all and most importantly, 
there is a growing sensitivity to the poor, far beyond the upturned 
nose Williams shows in "The Wanderer." Looking at the diction 
alone, the poet has escaped biased, negative words, exchanging 
them for positive ones, such as "admiring" and "pleases." However, 
this admirative commentary is slightly masked, being centered on 
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the clutter of the urban slum, the "roof out of line with sides" and 
the "furniture gone wrong," but it is there (8, 11). Although not 
beautiful to most people, these sights appeal to Williams. He says 
that the bluish green of the fences and outhouses, if "properly 
weathered I pleases me best I of all colors" (16-18). It is as if the 
poet "discovers surprising harmony with nature even in the urban 
slum" (Schmidt 397). There is something new and better than what 
was available to the poet in the younger view of life. There is a 
vitality in "life with those excluded from power" (Schmidt 395). 
There is contact with the local. 
In the poet's presentation of the poor and his strong belief in 
their authentic connection to the local in the poem, there is, howev-
er, a surprising lack of poor people. Oddly, in this poem about the 
poor, the people, the embodiment of the lives which stroll the clut-
tered yards and made "the fences and outhouses I built of barrel 
staves," are absent (12-13). Yet, Williams seems to imply that the 
reader sees the lives of the poor in their homes. Alan Ostrom 
adheres to this interpretation: 
Whatever in the poem that does not deal with men directly, 
but presents the non-human-This will be an illumination of 
men too, for this is that physical, actual world, or part of it, in 
which they live. (11) 
What is specifically visible about their lives from their buildings is 
their contact with the local. Their constructions are made from 
materials at hand, in this case "barrel staves I and parts of boxes" 
(13-14). This close contact with the local reveals something about 
the poor in the two pastoral poems-that the contact with the local 
is the source of their vitality and dignity in Williams' eyes. Having 
something unavailable to those that strive to make something of 
themselves, the poor have lives which include more than a vitality 
exclusive to their station, but a dignity that is greater than that of 
the well-off. 
The representation of the poor's potent local living in this 
poem, as well as in the next Pastoral as I will illustrate further, is 
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further supported by the poet's pastoral tropes on the conventional 
use of renaissance or even romantic senses of the pastoral. The tra-
ditional pastoral depends upon a qualitative difference between 
rustic and urban life in which the pastoral as an urban product of 
an urban poet oversimplifies the benefits of rustic life, "which is 
admirable because it is natural" as opposed to the unnatural, 
degenerating corruption of the urban existence (Kermode 14 ). The 
result is that the rustic serves as an artificial, fictional mirror to the 
urban situation, not as an accurate depiction of the rustic dynamic. 
Williams' Pastorals again pinpoint the mirror poem as a misrepre-
sentative concoction. His depiction of the urban situation plays off 
the pastoral tradition, but he also shows the need for accurate rep-
resentation by an urban poet via poetic re-presentations of the 
poor's urban experience. The benefit of a poem of the urban to tell 
of the urban experience is that the middle and upper-class blind-
ness, allowed to continue in the traditional pastoral-which caused 
the traditional pastoral poet to misrepresent the rustic as well as the 
urban-is avoided. Williams instead relays the actual experience of 
the urban poor, allowing a reader of his pastoral poems to identify 
positive elements of the urban naturalness instead of a stereotypical 
recapitulation of urban unnaturalness. 
The second "Pastoral" [The little sparrows] illustrates the 
exclusive nature of the poor's vigor. Like in the previous pastoral 
portrait, the poet attacks the richer, ironically labeled "wiser" class-
es. They are cold and deceiving. He writes of his class: 
But we who are wiser 
shut ourselves in 
on either hand 
and no one knows 
whether we think good 
or evil. 
(8-13) 
The "we" in the poem do not possess vitality. This scene is an 
image of a flower in bloom returning to state of a bud, especially 
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when the description of the "we" is juxtaposed with that of the spar-
rows: 
The little sparrows 
hop ingenuously 
about the pavement 
quarreling 
with sharp voices 
over the things 
that interest them. 
(1-7) 
Moving and vocal, the birds know what the others are thinking. It 
may not be much to those removed from their lifestyle, but it inter-
ests them. They are really alive, making contact with their world. 
After all, they aren't shut up inside their homes but are living out-
side on the street. Their world is a world of sound, of "sharp voic-
es" piercing the air (5). Their words and actions are real, all stem-
ming from their willingness to and necessity of contacting their 
locality. 
The juxtaposition of the "sparrows" and the "we" is extended 
to the old man and the Episcopal minister. The old man is clearly 
connected with the sparrows, which represent the poor. As the 
birds who are on the street are in touch with the local, likewise the 
old man, "gathering dog-lime I [who] walks in the gutter" (16-17) 
contacts the essence of his place. Like the sparrows, Williams treats 
the old man favorably. Williams reports that the man's tread is 
noble and "more majestic than I that of the Episcopal minister I 
approaching the pulpit" (20-22). This image of the poor matches 
Williams' sensitivity in the first Pastoral. 
In time, he clearly has come almost to envy the poor and their 
simplicity. The image of the sparrows is reminiscent of the phrase 
spoken by Jesus Christ to his followers that, like the birds, they 
would be cared for though they are poor: 
Look at the birds of the air, they do not sow, neither do they 
reap, nor gather into barns, yet your heavenly Father feeds 
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them. Are you not worth more than they? (Matt. 7:26 NAS) 
Interpreted in relation to Williams' concept of the local rather than 
as a Christological interpretation supporting a transcendental 
escape from the local, this statement could be taken to mean that 
the poor will be provided for as a result of their poverty which, like 
the birds in the scripture and the sparrows on the street, keeps 
them in contact with the source of nurture and nourishment. This 
source-the local-is already present and need not be generated 
through traditional manipulation of the environment, such as the 
scriptural reference to farming. 
As far as it concerns Williams, however, the source of nurture 
and nourishment to both the poor and the poet is the locality upon 
which minimalistic living forces a person to depend. Williams' spar-
rows are different than the biblical "birds of the air." His sparrows 
are not in the air, removed from the land; they live on the street 
and do not seek transcendence or the aid of a transcendental reli-
gious figure, such as the "heavenly Father." Yet, the similarity 
between the scripture and Williams' image clarifies the reader's per-
ception of Williams' commentary on religion. The poet's reference 
to the tawdry majesty of the Episcopal minister attacks specifically 
religious hypocrisy and should not be misperceived as a sweeping, 
superficial attack on religion, namely Christianity. Such a sugges-
tion would incriminate Williams as having a superficial understand-
ing of Christianity and Episcopalianism. The Episcopal minister 
stands as a guardian of a religion which acknowledges, according to 
the gospel of Matthew, contact with the environment as beneficial, 
such as in the poor's experience; however, Williams pinpoints the 
hypocrisy of the Episcopal minister who, surely knowing the nurtur-
ing value of the soil, nevertheless seeks to remove himself from the 
street and the street's inhabitants. The minister elevates himself to 
the raised "pulpit," symbolically trading an active religion which 
has the capability to be not of the world but in the world in order to 
transform the world for a passive religion of deadening, distancing 
formality. Although it is unlikely Williams considered himself or 
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desired to present himself as a disciple of Christ, there is a benefit, 
a blessing, at the heart of the statement from Matthew which 
Williams saw in the poor and was lost to him, the upper class and 
religion-all of which had lost their original vitality. 
Despite the closer connection to the poor present in the 
Pastorals, Williams falls short of presenting the poor completely 
objectively. A concerned reader of Williams does not expect him to 
embrace the poor like Whitman with cosmic gestures of assimila-
tion. Yet, Williams in these poems has at times failed at least to get 
close enough to the poor to feel their breath on his face, to inhale 
the visible exhalation of their existence. I see evidence of this fail-
ure in the unnecessary commentaries which end these poems. 
Williams is attempting to convince the reader of the nobility of the 
poor, but closing lines, such as "No one I will believe this I of vast 
import to the nation" (When I was younger, 20-22) and "These 
things I astonish me beyond words" (The little sparrows, 24-25), 
leave the reader doubting the reliability of Williams' connection 
with the lower classes. Empty and calling for more contact with the 
subject, the summaries seem to stray from the poet's goal of 
re-presenting and, primarily, from his desire to act as a genuine 
representative for the poor. The yet uncontrolled romantic and 
subjective element of the poet who perhaps is glorifying the poor's 
imperfections and difficulties undercuts his connection to the poor. 
This self-defeating turn makes him view the poor, at best, as a cause 
and makes him appear as an activist and not as a poet himself expe-
riencing the poor lifestyle and the local. Perhaps, Williams is sub-
consciously desiring a return to the woods and the romantic flight 
of "The Wanderer," while consciously making attempts at connect-
ing with the poor of his locality. More likely, Williams' hyperbolic 
concluding decrees prove that he could not completely remove him-
self from the role of the pastoral poet whose role is to speak to and 
convince the upper classes-people most in need of altering their 
ways. Oddly, this would seem to suggest that Williams fails to trust 
his ability to re-present the experience of the poor at this point in 
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his endeavor to become more local. 
These final interjections are a bit troublesome since the poems 
were written during Williams' Imagistic period. There are several 
tenets of lmagism, but the primary one is the direct treatment of 
the image in order to render it perfectly. This explicitness is seen in 
the focused, photograph-like descriptions, for example, of the spar-
rows hopping on the street and of "the houses I of the very poor" 
(When I was younger, 6-7). It is through objective images that 
Williams expresses his sensitivity to the poor in the pastoral poems. 
Despite this sympathetic aim for his images, Williams does not allow 
us to see the poor operate as people of a particular soil completely 
through his poetic re-presentations. Williams' mistrust for the 
power of the re-presentative images 1n the Pastorals evidenced by 
the subjective concluding statements re veal Williams' discomfort 
with complete objectification. His images also need strengthening 
in their objectivity. The powerful images of the sparrows and the 
old man gathering dog-lime are followed by poetic comparisons to 
the rich and the "wiser," revealing perhaps that the poet did not 
feel, or had not created, images that could lead readers to draw 
these conclusions themselves. Even the image of makeshift houses, 
a powerful re-presentation, is qualified by how it pleases the poet-
a move which mildly but noticeably cuts short the reader's appreci-
ation for the recreated poor's experience. The pastoral poems do 
allow the reader to start to feel the poor's situation as genuinely as 
he feels his own, but for a teasingly short duration. Williams may 
not truly have enough contact with the poor in their locality at this 
time to control his representative commentaries and make them 
originate from the local. Needing to strengthen his re-presentations 
of the poor through his imagery, he must learn when to let them act 
on the reader without his subjective aid. Williams lacks empathy, 
not sympathy. He is progressing toward his goal which he has 
established for himself, a goal which Richard Gray notes: 
Whether it is a woman lamenting the loss of her husband ... , 
natural object. .. , a strange moment of happiness ... , a street 
3 1 
scene ... , or an instant of intimacy ... , whatever it may be 
Williams' purpose remains the same: to empathize or identify 
with the thing, not just describe it but to imitate it in words, 
to allow it to express itself, to give it verbal shape, a voice. 
( 8 2) 
As a poet, Williams has remembered that his function is as mouth-
piece, as witness for the very elements who have no voice. He is 
also a creator, generating the poor's experience on the page for the 
reader to experience. 
His imperfections in perception are not to be overcome 
through Imagism, for the school does not demand nor appreciate 
engagement of the kind that Williams desires. Because his goal 
requires that he absorb much of his subject, his locality, he does 
bear the risk, when bringing it to verse, of burdening it with too 
much of his own sentiment. His subjective voice cannot be com-
pletely suppressed, and his pretending that it could be made him 
unaware of it when it resurfaced. Charles Altieri notes the concern 
among the poets of the objectivist tradition that poems of total 
objectivity might produce "a more frightening and total paralysis 
than had the literary modes that they rejected" ("Objective Image" 
102). The paralysis refers to the perceptual paralysis, locking poets 
into narrow avenues for exploration and skewing the perceptions 
that are made. The abandonment of the poet's subjective side out 
of fear that he cannot control his subjectivities develops into the 
belief that subjectivity is of no value. The paralysis of the objec-
tivist poets occurs, because they fail to see that they "cannot treat 
themselves simply as objects" ("Objective Image" 102). 
Williams begins to learn that he must be both objective and 
subjective. There is no other way. Williams himself has to make 
contact with all of his locality with all of himself. The difference is, 
as he will later show us, that he can be the catalyst in the equation, 
and, when the experiment is done, the reader will see a poem which 
is Williams' own, but controlled by the locality of the actual world 
and the world of the poem. Williams' vision for his future verse 
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does not compel the poet to abstain from using subjective com-
ments, such as the ones in the Pastorals, but forces him to recognize 
that in some instances the subjectivity is unnecessary, or at least 
needs to be tapered. The poet needs to discover the means for pre-
venting erring, inauthentic subjectivities spoken from his voice 
from weakening statements that he has made to represent the voice 
of the poor. This struggle in his poetic stance towards his subject 
continued in the 1920s, especially in his poem "To Elsie." 
3 3 
"TO ELSIE": A MOVE TO UNDERSTAND POVERTY BEYOND THE 
RESTRICTIONS OF CLASS 
Williams attempted to get close to the quintessence of pover-
ty, to represent its reality. In this desire to get closer to his subject, 
the poor, Williams sees it "as a matter of survival to see things as 
they are" (Heyen 21). That survival for Williams refers to the poet's 
need to increase his familiarity with the local in order to insure the 
average citizen's sense of the locality which surrounds and compris-
es the complex fabric of society that both the poet and his citizen-
reader inhabit. The poet's job, for Williams, is to give voice to what 
he sees, and, according to Randall Jarrell, Williams is a man "who, 
sometimes does see what things are like, and he is able to say what 
he sees more often than most poets" (Jarrell 310). If he is not see-
ing a thing clearly, Williams knows he must grow and change until 
he is able to do so. Often, for Williams, change means experimenta-
tion in his poetry, and he demonstrates this truth throughout his 
career. 
The poem "To Elsie," from Spring and All, reveals the chang-
ing poet and the still growing connection with the poor. The poem, 
published in 1923, comes from a more objective stance than the 
Pastorals with the belief that increased objectification would lead to 
more contact with the impoverished local inhabitants. Williams is 
emerging from Imagism and involved in the beginnings of his 
experimentation with the Objectivist tradition, which Altieri claims 
involved "freeing imagist techniques into methods of thought. .. in 
the service of sincerity and objectification" ("The Objectivist 
Tradition" 14). 
Despite this poetic transition, the view of poverty presented in 
this poem is not a direct result of the switch to Objectivism, but 
rather results from increased contact with the subject and the soil. 
As for any real differences between Williams' Imagism in the pas-
toral poem~ and his Objectivism in "To Elsie," as far as it concerns 
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increased objectivity, they are not as dramatic as Williams would 
like his reader to believe. Like the Pastorals, "To Elsie" operates in 
both unrestrained subjectivity as well as tight objectivity. There are 
instances which indicate that these three poems serve as examples 
of Williams' falling short of the Objectivist school's mandates. 
Rendering "experience rather than statement" is, as Richard Gray 
notes, characteristic of both Imagism and Objectivism (61 ). 
Clearly, Williams strays from this admonition in the Pastorals, 
though I support Williams' having done so. As the poems of the 
1930s will later show, Williams abandons restrictions, thus allowing 
him the freedom to do better what he seems to have been trying to 
do all along, and that is allowing engagement with the subject, the 
poor, to dictate how he speaks. Restrictions like those that 
Objectivism imposes facilitate more concern on the part of the poet 
with things other than the subject, such as the codes of a particular 
school of thought and adherence to narrowly conceived poetic 
methodology. Contact with local needs to be the mentor for the 
poet's direction in his poetic representations of the poor. In a way, 
the poet who bases solely his representation of his subject on the 
restrictions of Objectivism still maintains the artificiality of the mir-
ror from which Williams' has been working to escape. This time the 
mirror is the mandate of the objectivists which "threatens reducing 
the poetic craft to the merely descriptive function of making per-
ceptual images" (Altieri, "The Objectivist Tradition" 12). 
In light of the discussion of poetics and further contact with 
the local, what is the unique analysis of the poor and the local that 
"To Elsie" offers? This question can best be answered by going to 
the poem which begins with the line: "The pure products of America 
I go crazy" (1-2). The opening line strikes the reader as odd initial-
ly, since the reader familiar with Williams would tend to think pure 
products are supposed to be Williams' heroes, being in touch with 
the local. Specifically, the products are those from the backwoods 
in the mountains of Kentucky or "the ribbed north end of I Jersey" 
(4-5). They live among "deaf mutes, thieves"; they are descendants 
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of mixed births, possibly "with a dash of Indian blood" (9,30). 
There is emotionless promiscuity between "devil may care men" 
and "young slatterns" (10-13 ), who are described as being "bathed 
I in filth I from Monday to Saturday" (14-15). Having noted these 
unpleasant descriptions of the "pure products," the reader has to be 
slightly curious about the poet's definition of pure which can incor-
porate such apparently "impure" qualities and behavior. 
Unlike the previous poems, these products of their environ-
ment seem to have no "purity," a move which contradicts previous 
poems about the positive attributes of the poor who, too, ground 
themselves in the locality. After more closely examining the situa-
tion in "To Elsie," the reader ascertains the accurate perception of 
the backwards and the poor. Williams' "definition" is a bold asser-
tion: the "pure," the quintessential, products "go crazy" only in that 
our own assumptions of purity suffer confusion; hence, it is we who 
must redefine purity. For Williams, the purity of the poor is what 
they are, what they produce, not what we suppose or assume them 
to be. The "pure products," whose most notable example for 
Williams is Elsie, are not to be viewed as negative. Although this 
may seem contrary to the evidence about the "pure products" here-
to disclosed, there is more evidence which will illumine the situa-
tion. 
What actually happens at this point in the poem is that the 
reader's initial inclination to read the opening line as ironic is 
defeated by the poet. Williams performs this perceptual exorcism 
by recreating for the reader the restructuring of the poet's own con-
scious perceptions of the pure products of the particular locale of 
the poem. The poet still believes they exhibit purity, but they do so 
as proponents of contact with the locality and not necessarily as 
advocates of conventional morality. The reader learns that it is his 
sensitivity that is being tested and not Williams'. Therefore, if the 
reader decides not to judge Williams of intending to be unsympa-
thetic and ironic by the use of "pure products," when the line of 
verse actually contains no irony, the reader absolves himself of his 
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own predilection to read the word pure ironically. As a result, the 
reader witnesses, perhaps, the most convincing poetic recreation of 
a change in a poet's consciousness in all of American verse. In addi-
tion, the reader experiences the serendipitous alteration of his con-
scious perceptions of the poor. If there was doubt in the poet and 
the reader that Williams could develop and mature in relation to his 
subject, the poor, and his understanding of the local's effect upon 
the lives of the subjects, and that he could represent all of this in 
verse, the poem has justifiably put such doubts to rest. 
Thus, "To Elsie" should not be viewed as a specific attack on 
the rustic poor. Williams' concern arises from the apparent denial 
of the backwoods locality by many of its inhabitants. For example, 
the promiscuity between the two rather unappealing types of peo-
ple, the shiftless men and the slovenly, sluttish women: 
and young slatterns, bathed 
in filth 
from Monday to Saturday 
to be tricked out that night 
with gauds 
from imaginations which have no 
peasant traditions to give them 
character 
(13-20) 
These people and the promiscuity do not receive condemnation; 
rather, they receive justification as an actuality as opposed to a cold 
religious abstract belief, however unpleasant this lack of righteous-
ness may be to a reader's sensibilities. The weight of the condem-
nation is reserved for the filth that the young women are bathed in 
from Monday to Saturday which allows them "to be tricked out that 
night." The filth is life which has become disconnected from the 
locality, from the "peasant tradition" available to these people. 
Since the turn of the century's rapid industrialism, developing a 
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rustic tradition has been undermined by the steadily growing infil-
tration of urban pursuits and sensibilities which are artificial to the 
local soil from which people like Elsie grow. There is a developing 
tradition which is growing in the rural places, especially among 
young people according to Williams, but it proves only to separate 
further the "mountain folk" from the strength of contact with their 
rural environment. Because the people grow up in the countryside 
but have their rustic perceptions tainted by the invasion of influ-
ences grown from other soils, such as products of urban localities, 
Elsie and most of her people cannot give voice to their place, for 
they have interrupted their contact with it. They are like children 
of premature births; their ability to become what they were intend-
ed to become as adults is threatened by the traumatic separation 
from the nurturing womb. Williams gives voice to their struggle. 
Thus, life which has forsaken the locality is the source of the 
pure products' suffering. Abandoning the strength of their exis-
tence found in communion with the local allows them to be bought 
by purchasing objects which have no value, trivial gauds-objects 
which, like them, do not resemble flowers of their soil but arise 
from rootless, formless imaginations. The daily life lacks the con-
nection to locality; the night life just further exemplifies the prob-
lem. 
But not a problem with the poor as a whole, especially the 
poor that Williams has discussed in poems previous to "To Elsie." 
The poor who do contact the local, though viewed less idealistically 
now as a result of this poem, act as witnesses to a problem which 
the upper class shares with the people in this poem who have cho-
sen to abandon their locality. Williams has noted the rich's lack of 
local living when discussing his class previously. Here, he lets Elsie, 
also given to straying after "cheap jewelry," tell the reader-as she 
told the poet through her actions-of a poverty not restricted to 
economics. With her "broken I brain" (42-43), Elsie tells the truth 
about all of us-except for the poor minus the contingency men-
tioned in this poem-who continue to ignore the possibility for 
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something better. Williams' recognition of this willing debasement 
is so strong, it is: 
as if the earth under our feet 
were 
an excrement of some sky 
and we degraded prisoners 
destined 
to hunger until we eat filth 
while the imagination strains 
after deer 
going by fields of goldenrod 
(49-57) 
Elsie, others like her and most of the "us" are fleeing the 
omnipresent locality. Thus, being poor does not necessarily 
demand citizenship in the nation of the soil. Williams realizes that 
even America's most promising class-as far as it concerns active, 
connected living-can effectively generate artificialities of the kind 
Elsie finds to escape. They are cheap jeweled gauds, shiny but not 
worth anything, like the imaginations which generate them. It is 
clear that this poem largely discusses the topic of locality, but as a 
socio-historic problem, attempting to find reasons for a historic 
degradation from which Williams finds all of America suffering. 
The country suffers from eating filth, and the filth is what we have 
done with what was possible-a society tied directly to the soil, but 
which only the imagination can catch isolate glimpses of now. In a 
sense, Elsie is not fleeing her locality; she is a pure product of it. It 
is just that Williams grieves the possibility of what could have been 
and affirms what could be yet, if there were someone to both "wit-
ness I and adjust" (65-66). The someone to witness and adjust the 
sensibilities and consciousness of others now, and hopefully not too 
late, is the local poet, the representative and the re-presenter-
someone like Williams himself. 
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Williams' analysis of the poor and their localities in this poem 
seeks to balance the positive attributes of the poor found in the 
Pastorals six years earlier; however, there is no animosity towards 
Elsie. Williams is merely beginning to understand that there is a 
poverty that is not economic, and that other classes besides the 
lower classes are suffering worse from it than the lower class. The 
poor at least have the potential for and have proven connection to 
the soil, but they too can be lured away, especially if the society 
itself has denied the soil on which it rests. 
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WILLIAMS IN THE 1930s: THE COMBINATION OF CONCERN FOR THE 
POOR AS INDIVIDUALS AND AS A CLASS 
The stress on reality in Williams' works is not startling, 
Wallace Stevens notes. In his preface to Williams' Collected Poems 
1921-1931, he writes: "Williams, by nature, is more of a realist than 
is commonly true in the case of a poet" (Stevens 126). The poems 
prior to the 1930s reflect this desire for realism, though they seem 
often to reflect the poor in stages. After discovering that he must 
be the voice of the poor' s experience, Williams, in the Pastorals, 
studies the poor and discovers their contact with the local environ-
ment. They are people who have a vitality, often misunderstood by 
people of other classes who contrarily are less vital despite all their 
financial and social clout. However powerful the poor' s contact 
with the locality is in these poems, Williams is astonished beyond 
words and concerned that no one will believe the vitality of the 
local to be of vast import to the nation-subjective overstating that 
hints at his uncertainty that his words can convey his important 
discoveries. It may be that Williams' astonishment also leaves him, 
in 1917, knowledgeable that he must find a poetic means to present 
his findings convincingly so that no one will be able to deny the 
importance of the poor and their contact with the local. Hence, his 
progression to study the matter further in the near-objectivist "To 
Elsie," although his emphasis is largely concerned with fine tuning 
his theory of the local. In that poem he yearns to analyze not so 
much an individual, but also a society which is proving the destruc-
tiveness of breeding ignorance of locality into every aspect and 
region of America. Williams risks, however, confusing the poor in 
general with the failure of Elsie and her kinsmen as individuals in 
his effort to dig deeper into the American cultural fabric for 
insights into the poverty of contact with immediate local experi-
ence. In the 1930s, the poems return to studying the poor as indi-
viduals of a class and the social forces involved in poverty of any 
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kind, but the two issues are studied largely independent of each 
other. The poems "To a Poor Old Woman," "The Poor [It's the anar-
chy of poverty]," "The Yachts" and "Proletarian Portrait" reveal fur-
ther changes in his connection with the poor and, naturally when 
dealing with Williams, a change in his poetics. 
Williams continues his political and poetic treatment of the 
poor with the 1935 poem, "To a Poor Old Woman." Evident in the 
title, the poet seeks to encompass the members of a class, the poor, 
and an often ignored and mistreated group of people, the old, 
through the specific rendering of one individual. However, 
Williams is also trying to revitalize the "poor" and "old" of the title 
and break the false pity generated by his conscious use of the trite 
language. The inaccurate, surface descriptions will not represent 
the poor old woman or re-present her and her local existence to the 
reader. Williams counters the euphemistic description of the 
woman in the title through re-presenting the consuming hunger of 
an active woman connected to an extension of her local environ-
ment, "the street" (2). This individual proves that she is not bound 
by the restrictions of income and age. The reader meets her in the 
middle of an action; she is intently "munching on a plum on I the 
street" with a whole bag of them in her hand (1-2). Unlike the 
slightly romantic, over explanatory, but sympathetic pastoral 
poems, Williams chooses to let the engrossing description of the 
·woman eating the plum re-present the local at work for the reader. 
The center of this woman's existence at this moment is the con-
sumption of plums, as the second stanza shows: 
They taste good to her 
They taste good 
to her. They taste 
good to her (4-7) 
The variation of the lineation in this stanza implies that any way 
you slice it, the plums simply "taste good to her." Each bite is a 
fresh sensation of solace. Though the difficulty of this woman's life 
is not discussed, it is implied; after eating the plums, she is 
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"Comforted" (12). She and, therefore, the rest of the poor for 
Williams demonstrate that sensual pleasure can overcome their 
great pain. Williams is not implying that we pity the woman for this 
ability. The simple way that she "gives herself" to the plum is a 
beautiful gift in itself. It is obviously a powerful experience that 
stimulates Williams, as an observer, to note this attribute of the 
poor. Williams visualizes the comfort of the woman extending far 
beyond her life. It affects all of the life around her. The fragrance 
of the plums and of her comfort is "seeming to fill the air" (14). 
The powerful effect of the poor' s vitality on the world around them 
in this poem is solidified by another example from a later poem, 
"The Poor" [It's the anarchy of poverty]. The old man in the poem 
diligently sweeps his ten feet of sidewalk. Perhaps, it is all he has 
left, but, regardless, his diligence and courage to keep clean the 
small area of the locality that he owns creates a whirlwind. In 
Williams' mind, this action has "overwhelmed the entire city" as 
well as himself (20). Those who contact the local release a vital 
energy that extends far beyond their physical reach, entering minds 
of poets and readers through the observing poet's writings. 
The poor old woman's ability to receive comfort is portrayed 
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just as sympathetically as the nobility and beauty of the poor in the 
two Pastorals. However, "To a Poor Old Woman" shows even more 
growth in the poet. First of all, the entire poem, but especially the 
second stanza, avoids the sentimentality of the Pastorals as seen in 
the ending commentaries to those two poems to which I referred 
earlier. Williams realizes that there was nothing wrong with the 
subjective side of himself, but he previously wasn't handling it 
properly. As a mature poet, Williams now allows the subject of the 
poem to decide if subjectivity is necessary and to what degree it 
needs to be used. In "To a Poor Old Woman" the subject demands 
description. The critic Robert Von Hallberg analyzes this poem sim-
ilarly: 
Flat description abuts flat evaluation: Williams offers no 
intermediate discourse articulating description and 
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evaluation; he implies that for some subjects, sensual pleasure 
being one, no mediation is necessary. (144) 
In discovering how to let the poem decide its own amount of subjec-
tivity and objectivity, Williams is no longer bound by the laws of 
Imagism, which was his mainstay in the late 'teens, or by the tenets 
of strict objectivist thought, which carried him through the 'twen-
ties. This growth in his poetics mirrors the close connection with 
the life of the poor illustrated by "To a Poor Old Woman." In the 
same book, An Early Martyr, in which this poem appears, there is an 
equally convincing poem about the poor, "The Yachts," that indi-
cates Williams' growth. In "The Wanderer," Williams knew that 
something about poverty bothered him, but the extension of this 
feeling was a disgust for the poor. Contrarily, "The Yachts" shows 
that he has finally come to realize what had stirred him about the 
poor' s situation: the causes of poverty. Williams recreates his vexa-
tion with the indifferent, rich men and the cold, harsh social forces 
which press down on the poor. 
The poem begins with the poet relaying a scene of beautiful 
yachts, "scintillant in the minute I brilliance of cloudless days," cut-
ting through the green water with ease as they race each other (6-
7). Servants of the ship, the men doing the work on deck are "ant-
like, solicitously grooming them" (10). The ships are the sleek 
movers, "youthful, rare I as the light of a happy eye, live with the 
grace I of all that in the mind is feckless and free" (15-17). The 
speaker invokes this image of beauty, "but comes to see that the 
meaning of these objects, what it takes to keep them afloat, is in fact 
deplorable" (Von Hallberg 141). Williams changes to a new image, 
and a new day reflects the sudden change in mood: "Today no race" 
(21). Actually, there is a race, but it is far from the previous care-
free one; it is more like a battle where calm waves now "strike" (23). 
The section which begins with this line and concludes the poem 
reveals allegorically that the beautiful yachts are the rich, kept 
afloat by the wealth, destroying the very lives of the poor in the 
process: 
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Today no race. Then the wind comes again. The yachts 
move, jockeying for a start, the signal is set and they 
are off. Now the waves strike at them but they are too 
well made, they slip through, though they take in canvas. 
Arms with hands grasping seek to clutch at the prows. 
Bodies thrown recklessly in the way are cut aside. 
It is a sea of faces about them in agony, in despair 
until the horror of the race dawns the staggering mind, 
the whole sea became an entanglement of watery bodies 
lost to the world bearing what they cannot hold. Broken, 
beaten, desolate reaching from the dead to be taken up 
they cry out, failing, failing! their cries rising 
in waves still as the skillful yachts pass over. (21-33) 
The view of the rich here, who I described in more detail earlier, is 
obvious. Although they are "skillful" in acquiring their wealth, 
their indifferent stance is sickening (33). The poor are clearly vic-
tims. The image of them clutching helplessly at the prows for help 
is like that of a beggar asking for food. Sympathy in the reader is 
the design of this section. 
Perhaps as interesting as the allegorical attack on the rich who 
cut aside those who get in their way, leaving broken, desperate, 
poor men and women, is the way the poem is executed. Robert Von 
Hallberg states that this poem is the most consummate poem in the 
book poetically as well as thematically "because it brings together 
the two modes of discourse Williams is testing in the book [An Early 
Martyr], description and explanation" (141). The blend is the result 
of a lifetime of writing. Lines 27-28, for example, contain both ele-
ments. In line 27, Williams describes the poor as "a sea of faces in 
agony," and then line 28 explains that perceiving the race this way 
is "staggering to the mind." The use of explanation with description 
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without it damaging the piece anchors the argument that Williams' 
poetic stance has come to facilitate his increasingly political and 
personal ideas about the poor through his contact with the local. 
In fact, the poem, in thirty-three lines of verse, itself is a 
microcosm of Williams' entire career, tracing the development from 
romantic misunderstanding of the true state of the poor to a bal-
anced, realistic perception. The first half of the poem (lines 1-20) is 
the incorrect, but well-meant description of the beauty of the 
yachts. The realization of what the scene means is not present. It is 
only the romanticizing of the scene. The poetics match the disequi-
librium. Description and evaluation mix as well as oil with water in 
most of the poem. This observation is made simple by Williams. 
Lines 1-14 only describe; lines 15-20 are pure explanation and are 
as memorably unnerving as the endings to the Pastorals. Thus, one 
concludes that description without explanation which stems from 
contact with the local risks being romantic and errant. The ramifi-
cation of this shift in Williams' poetics is the final and most conclu-
sive condemnation of Imagism and Objectivism. It seems that 
Williams recognizes in his own objective poetry the poetic and per-
ceptual paralysis of his own consciousness. As I noted earlier, 
Altieri refers to this paralysis as a legitimate fear among many 
Imagists and Objectivists, causing many to leave legalistic objectifi-
cation of verse ("Objective Image" 102). 
With the revelation of the parable in lines 21-33, Williams 
makes painfully clear his awareness that the beauty of the yachts, 
like the rich, is a facade to the terror of the race they run. The 
agony of the poor, the horrible, hurting "sea of faces" arouses sym-
pathy in the reader as it did in the poet. Through the poet's new 
perception, we hear the cries that the yachts ignore as they indiffer-
ently "pass over." We are called to act. This invitation to action, 
created by the realistic view of the second section, is enhanced by 
the blend of description and explanation that I mentioned earlier. 
The illustration of the change in the poet's perception of the poor, 
as well as the acute depiction of the poet's progression from inabili-
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ty to his gifted ability at blending subjectivity and objectivity, 
inside the poem itself marks perhaps the strongest and most com-
pact encapsulation of the development of these perceptual and 
poetic changes throughout Williams' career. 
I mentioned that the sympathy created in the reader by the 
poem "The Yachts" persuades the reader to act. Williams may have 
wanted the poor and the lower working class to act themselves. 
This claim broadens Williams' vision of the poor to include his 
political concerns for them. There is a poem, in my reading of it, 
which is a vivid allegory for political change by the underprivileged 
for the underprivileged, "Proletarian Portrait": 
A big young bareheaded woman 
in an apron 
Her hair slicked back standing 
on the street 
One stockinged foot toeing 
the sidewalk 
Her shoe in her hand. Looking 
intently into it 
She pulls out the paper insole 
to find the nail 
That has been hurting her. (1-11) 
Clearly, "the typifying title invites a paraphrase of the poem's 
meaning ... The woman is a type" (Von Hallberg 137). She does what 
the poet wants the poor to do: she perceives her ailment. 
Recognition is the first step. She also steps out, in this case, into the 
street and acts. She finds the source of pain, the nail, and pulls out 
the thing that "has been hurting her" (11). This poem is not fanta-
sy for Williams. Even though he perceives that the poor have some 
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internal benefits resulting from their state, Williams believes that 
they have hopes of removing the pain, because the woman is capa-
ble. After all, she "is big and young, and therefore capable of acting 
after investigating" (Von Hallberg 137). Williams' desire for action 
is a new motive, but it is a natural feeling for a man who has grown 
so close to the lives of a group of hurting but strong people. In fact, 
he talks about the poor as he saw them in the depression years, and 
he gives testimony to "the plight of the poor" and his desire for 
change, though the quote actually comes from a discussion of his 
fiction during the same time: 
I was impressed by the picture of the times, depression years, 
the plight of the poor. I felt it very vividly. I felt furious at a 
country for its lack of progressive ideas. I felt as if I were a 
radical without being a radical. The plight of the poor in a 
rich country, I wrote it down as I saw it. (IWWP 4 8) 
The decision for action, thus, is a mature one. The poem, after all, 
is in the same book as "To a Poor Old Woman" and "The Yachts," 
which are the most sympathetic, realistic and sensitive works about 
the poor in the whole of Williams' verse. 
The poems also reveal a change in his poetry. Williams has 
freed himself of the manifesto-like conventions in Imagism and 
Objectivism. He hasn't necessarily abandoned all of the aesthetic 
principles as much as the legalism enforced by attending exclusive-
ly to any school of thought. The ironic aspect of all this flexibility 
in his poetic evolution was that Williams was never devoted to any 
absolute outside set of principles; he was committed to himself and 
his subject. In the 1930s, after much struggle and experimentation, 
he accepted his personal poetic amalgam-the blend of description 
without perceptual and empathetic distance and of explanation 
stemming from attention to the local, the poor and the poem. His 
acceptance allowed readers, therefore, to focus on the poems as rep-
resentative of the poor themselves, which after all was what he 
desired from the beginning: to give voice to that experience of 
poverty that would otherwise, he felt, have none. 
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CONCLUSION 
In the course of Williams' life and poetry, he learns what true 
poverty is not. Poverty is not the dirty man collecting dog-shit nor 
the huddled masses in bread lines. It is not the houses "out of line 
with sides" nor the defeated "sea of faces." True, these people are 
without money; many are without homes. But Williams also learned 
what real poverty is. It is seen in the "we" who isolate ourselves 
and in the religious who may forget the heart of what they follow. 
It is visible in the rich who have a wealth which doesn't satisfy. 
What Williams-and most of us-call the poor have a vitality, a 
nobility, an openness and an ability to receive truly powerful even 
sensual comfort, though they are abused and cut aside by the big 
ships. Williams sees the pain of their situation, but he realizes that 
he and his class are the ones in chains, not the poor. Through his 
many years treating the poor's bodies, Williams came to see their 
hearts. He came to see that the really damaging poverty is percep-
tual, a poverty of consciousness resulting from a person's failure to 
live through the local. 
As Williams' empathy for the poor grew, his poetry began to 
become a place where the poor seemed to voice their concerns and 
declare their nobility. The poem "Proletarian Portrait" speaks of 
the poor as a group with both group concerns as well as the con-
cerns of the individual members. This poem also reminds the poor 
and the readers that the poor can act to overcome the damaging 
waves of economic and political woe that the sleek moving, bour-
geois captains of industry and government cause. Williams makes it 
all too disturbingly clear that the rich don't care what damage their 
weighty ships can do to those caught underneath. The strength of 
the poems of the poor, especially those after and including "To 
Elsie," is also evident in their effect upon readers. The contact with 
the local in the poems generates an energy which causes the reader 
to crave such contact; the poems' subjects who are flowers of their 
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soil remind the reader of a vitality which the reader may not pos-
sess; the gross victimization of these very same poor generates the 
primal desire for change; the poems themselves are the source 
behind all of this action. 
Williams' continually growing empathy with the poor was only 
matched by his willingness to experiment with his writing until he 
found a blend of description and explanation-a blend of his sub-
jective and objective sensibilities-in which he could express his 
ideas. Imagism was short-lived. With no restriction on subjectivity, 
Williams' personal interjections often proved damaging to a poem. 
In the move to Objectivism, he attempted to eliminate subjectivity, 
yet Williams was uncomfortable with this legalism. As the poem 
"The Yachts" illustrates, Williams came to determine if and when his 
subjectivity would be present and to what degree his comments 
would serve to provide qualifying explanations. This determination 
depended upon the specific nature of a description of the subject or 
of a particular detail or image. In a way, as Williams wrote a poem, 
the poem itself became the determining force for its own progres-
sion. "The Yachts," for this reason among others, was more able 
than his earlier ones on the subject to express his view of the poor 
which was always leaning toward representation and re-presenta-
tion simultaneously. As Williams' concept of the local increased 
and expanded, so, too, did his ability to use it to engage his locality 
and its people and eventually to present them in his verse as they 
really are. 
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